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OBT's Banner Year

Kennedy Center debut caps breakout year for maverick ballet company

by Stephen Marc Beaudoin

his is us!”

That's how Anne Mueller, in ex-
cited tones, describes the scene: 17
dancers, eight staffers and a phalanx
of supporters from Portland’s Oregon
Ballet Theatre, all arriving in Washington, D.C.,
with sweaty palms and one heady ambition—to
blow the roof off Kennedy Center in the compa-

ny’s debut performance there
And by all critical and audience accounts, it
happened
OBTs

Kennedy

performance, as part ol
“Ballet  Across
America” festival, caps a milestone year for a
the fifth

June 12
Center’s  first-ever
tast-rising Portland arts organization
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lion annual budget—that only six years ago was
hemorrhaging audiences and bleeding red ink on
a steady diet of super-modern ballets by director
James Canfield.

Since the 2003 arrival of San Francisco Ballet
wunderkind Christopher Stowell as OBT’s artistic
director (see “Eyes on Him” in the May 2 edition
of Just Out), the company has improved all out
of recognition: Ticket revenue has risen 50 per-

cent in five years, shows are reaching company-
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record ticket sale highs, and most importantly,
the breadth and depth of OBT's repertoire has
been hugely expanded and the technical facility
of the company dramatically improved.

“It’s been completely exciting” seeing the trans-
formation, says Mueller, a principal dancer who
has been with OBT for 12 years. “Christopher’s
trajectory has just been through the roof.”

The Kennedy Center performance might be
the most fabulous feather in Stowell’s cap for the
company yet. After securing a landmark quar-
ter-million-dollar one-time grant for the “Ballet
Across America” appearance from the city of
Portland through the office of Commissioner Sam
Adams, a longtime arts champion, the company

raised an additional $50,000 to get to D.C.

Meg Kowalski, Kennedy Center's director of

dance programming, called the festival “a tre-
mendous think tank” for ballet professionals from
across the country, featuring nine top U.S. classi-
cal ballet companies—including the likes of the
Jottrey Ballet and Boston Ballet—sharing stages

for three programs over five days. In addition, the

ing around other dancers really brings
things to another level,” Mueller
says, and she should know: For OBT’s
Kennedy Center performance, the
company chose ballet dancemaker-of-
the-moment Christopher Wheeldon's

impossibly virtuosic “Rush” as its show-

| prece. Mueller acted as the ballet mas-

troupes shared classes together, each taught by an |

artistic director from a different company.

“The energy that dancers summon from be-
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ter for the work, drilling dancers on the
steps and acting as a second set of eyes
to Stowell.

“Every member of that cast has to be
a really capable dancer,” she says. “We
had some 19-year-olds in there! For them to be in
there and do it was a great accomplishment.”

Another facet of that sense of awe the dancers
encountered on the trip was the chance to work
side by side with Wheeldon on stage in advance
of their D.C. debut. Mueller says Wheeldon “re-
sponded well” to OBT’s dancers, as they “spent
quite a bit of time getting all of his notes and try-
ing to apply them and really incorporate his infor-
mation on the work.”

For Stowell's company, the resulting buzz
speaks for itself: The Washington Post called OBT's

performance “a revelation...here is a group of tal-

WESTOVER HEIGHTS

N

Offering general internal
medicine and excelling

in sexual health care
Serving the community for 22 years

2330 NW Flanders
Suite 207

503-226-6678

/ BALLET

ACROSS AMERICA

Hallet VWest
Rosion Ballet
Houston Halles
'he Joffrey Baler
Kansas City Ballec
(hre Ballet Theatrr
}-..if“:amhncu Ballst
Prunsybvanis Ballet
!

Eyes on them: OBT storms Kennad Center.

ented and winsome dancers to watch.”

Portland-area audiences may have already

| known this about OBT, but the national street

cred of an acclaimed Kennedy Center appearance
puts the company on a whole other plane. Now it
knows it can play with the big kids in American
ballet’s crowded playground.

“The audience just responded so well, and ev-
erybody danced with great vitality and vibrance,”
Mueller recalls. “I felt like it was really...brave is
not the right word, maybe courageous! This is a
really bold way to say, “This is who we are as a
company, and this is how we dance.”” @
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